Gangubai Hangal (1913-2009) 

On Tuesday, July 21, 2009, Dr. (Smt.) Gangubai 
Hangal passed away at the ripe age of 96 years. 
Her fans and music lovers were shocked, since 
they thought that she would complete the 
century of her life. She was quite energetic in 
her advancing age and had recently visited 
‘Mahalaxmi Temple’ at Kolhapur. After the 
‘Darshan’ of the ‘Mahalaxmi Devi’, she had 
rendered her musical service to the deity by 
singing in the ‘Sabhamandap’ for a short while. 
She was the ‘Grand Mother’, not only to her 
family but to the entire state of Karnataka. A 
State mourning was declared, educational 
institutes were closed for two days and last rites 
were performed with state honor. In recent 
times, she was probably the only artist to 
receive such honor posthumously. 
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Dr. Gangubai Hangal was the most senior living 
vocalist of the ‘Ustad Abdul Karim Khan’ 
branch of ‘Kairana (Kirana)’ Gharana. She was 
singing for over eighty years and taught music 
to several disciples, including her daughter 
Krishna Hangal. 



‘Gangubai Hangal: last photographs’ 


Gangubai was a great performer and a very 
witty person. On her eightieth birthday, as she 
talked to a group of her fans, family friends and 
journalists, one young journalist asked her about 
the secret of her enthusiasm and love for such a 
forceful music at such an advanced age. She 
laughed and asked him what he would do when 



he is very hungry. He replied that he would eat 
lot of delicious food to satisfy his hunger. She 
then said, ‘I am also hungry at this age, not for 
food but for my music. Then I sing a lot, since 
that is my real food’. True, ‘Music was her life’. 



CD cover of Gangubai Hangal’s recordings 

Another young man asked a question about her 
famous ‘singing pose’ in which she puts her 
palm of the left hand on ear and stretches her 






right hand out. She said, ‘This is the pose of the 
policeman who controls the traffic on the road. I 
listen to and check the notes (Swaras) in the 
Raga that I am rendering. I permit the 
appropriate ones and ward off the inappropriate 
notes to maintain the purity and discipline of my 
music. My voice became broad after a minor 
throat surgery. Due to such a man like voice, I 
am often called ‘Ganguboa’ so this pose suits to 
me very well’. 

Yet another gentleman asked why she sings 
only pure classical Ragas and no other form of 
light music. To this, she remarked, ‘My mother 
taught me all forms of light classical music 
including lessons in Kathak style dance. I have 
recorded Gazal, Thumri, Marathi Bhavgeete and 
devotional songs on gramophone discs in early 
thirties. Nowadays, I don’t find sufficient time 



even for classical Ragas and hence do not sing 
light classical music’. 

Gangubai has left behind a large number of 
recordings, photographs and a small book of her 
memoirs. Originally in Kannada, this book now 
has been translated and is available in English. 
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"1 remember my early life full of 
troubles, travails and tears.I became 
an orphan, when I lost my mother in 
the year 1932. 

"The telegram read 
"Congratulations on your 'Padma 
Bhushan' award - Indira Gandhi". 
There were tears of joy in my eyes. 

"The sorrows and joys, experiences - bitter 
and sweet - have mingled together in my life, 
like various instruments in an orchestra. 

"I have experienced the emotions of a 
Raaga, while singing. The sorrow in my heart is 
expressed in my singing and this in turn has 
brought a unique pleasure to me as well as the 
audience. The sweetest memories, at times, 
could be of the saddest moments. 

"The song of my life contains Jogiya, Todi 
as well as Basant Bahai: 

"As far as I am concerned, my Music is my 
God. The more perfect I become in my music, I 
feel closer to God. If my audience like my 
music and if they experience an aesthetic 
pleasure and if my music through their ears, 
touches their hearts, well, I have realized my 
goal." 

The nonagerian doyenne of Kirana Gharana 
thus narrates the story of her life in a simple, 
intimate and elegant style, marked by sincerity, 
humility and frankness. The reader is carried 
away by its sheer intensity and ardour. 


^^The Song of my life: An autobiography (2003)” 
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Gangubai’s father Mr. Chikkurao Nadgir was a 
lawyer and belonged to a high caste ‘Brahmin’ 
community. Her mother’s name was Ambabai 
alias ‘Ambakka’. Her grandmother’s name was 
‘Gangavaa’. Ambakka adopted this name for 
her daughter and thus she became ‘Gangu’. 



FATHER 

CHIKKURAO NADGIR 


MOTHER 

AMBABAI 



Gangubai’s parents 

Hangal was their native place and they used it as 
their surname. Ambabai was an expert vocalist 
in Carnatic style music and the first Guru of 
young Gangu. Ustad Abdul Karim Khan used to 
visit their house to listen to her ‘Sargam’, to 
learn notations and to hear the renderings of 






‘Javali’ and Tallavi’ styles. Sometimes, he 
would listen to young Gangu and bless her with 
the words, ‘Beta, Gala Achha Hai Tera. Khoob 
Gana Aur Khoob Khana’ (Dear Child, your 
voice is very sweet. Sing a lot and eat a lot). 
Gangubai followed former part of his advice 
and sang a lot throughout her life. 

On her way to school, young Gangu would 
often stop at the music shop that played 
gramophone records to attract customers and 
probable buyers. She would listen to the records 
of classical music with great interest. Her most 
favorite records were sung by Zohrabai 
Agrewali (1868-1913). Young Gangu did not 
know the names of the Ragas ‘Puriya’, 
‘Bhoopali’, ‘Multani’ etc. at that time. However, 
she learnt the songs on these records just by 
listening to them several times. She wanted to 
sing forcefully just like Zohrabai Agrewali. 



Incidentally, Zohrabai passed away in 1913, and 
Gangubai was bom in the same year viz.1913. 



(L) - Zohrabai Agrewali, (R) - Gangubai (1945) 


It is interesting to note that early 78-r.p.m. 
gramophone records have also influenced young 
Bhimsen Joshi and Kumar Gandharva in 
initiating them in the field of music. During 
early twenties. Pandit Bhaskarboa Bakhale was 
the Principal of music school in Belgaum. Ustad 








Abdul Karim Khan had established ‘Arya 
Sangeet Vidyalaya’ (music schools) in Miraj, 
Pune, Dharwad, Belgaum and several other 
towns. As a result, Hindustani classical music 
became very much popular in that area. Due to 
such an atmosphere, young Gangu was attracted 
to Hindustani music even though her mother 
was singing Carnatic music. Her mother made 
every effort to teach her music within the 
available means. She gave up her own singing 
to avoid any influence that young Gangu may 
have of Carnatic music on her singing. She was 
not very keen on her formal school education. 
Hence, Gangu left school after the fifth class 
and continued her music tuitions and ‘taalim’ 
for rest of her life. Initially, she had some basic 
training in vocal music from local teachers. 
Prof. V. N. Bhatkhande’s series of books on 
music contributed towards her singing practice. 
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She married Mr. Gurunath Koulagi in 1929 at 
the age of sixteen. He was a lawyer but did not 
practise in the court. He ventured into many 
small business and trades but was not greatly 
successful. However, he had always encouraged 
Gangubai in her pursuit of music and career as a 
performing artist. He passed away in 1966. At 
that time, Gangubai did not know that this 
would be her main profession and would help in 
supporting her rather large family. 


HUSBAND 

GURUNATH KOULAGI 



Gangubai’s husband (L), Gangubai (R) 








Until about 1930/32, Gangubai had not moved 
out of Dharwad and Hubli. Later on she often 
visited Mumbai for concerts, radio programs 
and for cutting gramophone discs. She travelled 
a lot for participating in all India music 
conferences. She also toured Europe, Canada 
and America in the later part of her career. She 
mesmerized her audiences through her soul 
touching music. Gangubai witnessed and 
adopted herself to various phases of sound 
recording technology. Beginning with three 
minutes 78-rpm shellac discs to longer duration 
CD’s and DVD’s she has recorded prolifically 
and canned her music for posterity. 

In the early twenties, Smt. Heerabai Barodekar 
began to perform on concert stage like a male 
singer. She also played female roles on Marathi 
stage when male actors like ‘Bal Gandharva’ 
were playing female roles. She also acted in a 
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couple of films. Thus, she opened up new fields 
to young women and became a role model for 
many. Gangubai was one of them who always 
wanted to sing on a concert stage like her. 
Although she never acted on Marathi stage, she 
played a role of a singer in Marathi/Hindi film 
‘Vijayachi Lagne’ (C.1935) produced by Mr. 
Bapurao Pendharkar of ‘Lalit Kaladarsh Drama 
Company’. Its screen play was written by Mr. 
B. V. alias ‘Mama’ Varerkar, who later on 
wrote several Marathi songs (Bhavgeete) for 
gramophone singers including Gangubai. 
Unfortunately, this film is not available today. 
She established herself as a female vocalist 
having unique masculine voice. Like men, she 
used to wear a wrist watch on her left hand and 
never played ‘tanpura’ on stage. This was 
probably necessary to keep both the hands free 
during the performance. Like her ‘Guru bandhu’ 
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Pt. Bhimsen Joshi, her concerts used to be a 
feast, not only for ears but also for eyes too. Her 
hand movements and facial expressions were 
unique and picturesque. This could be due to her 
training in Kathak dance during early childhood. 
She had a wonderful team of accompanists in 
her family only. 



Gangubai with tanpura (L), in her famous pose (R) 

Her maternal uncle (Mama) initiated her in 
music and used to help her in her ‘taalim’ 
(Practise). He would often accompany her on 
tabla. Her daughter Krishnabai provided vocal 
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support for many years. She had a high pitch 
feminine voice. Gangubai would allow her to 
sing for quite long time during the performance. 
As a result, their concert used to be an unusual 
duet between two female singers. It would 
appear as a duet between a male and a female 
due to Gangubai’s peculiar voice. Krishnabai 
passed away in 2004, leaving Gangubai alone. 

‘Kirana Gharana’ is now over 100 years old. 
Although originated by Ustad Abdul Karim 
Khan, it developed equally powerful branch 
known after his nephew Ustad Abdul Wahid 
Khan. Several vocalists have made this style 
popular all over world. However, many of them 
just copy their Guru or senior singers from this 
Gharana. Gangubai and Bhimsenji appear to be 
the exceptions. Both have successfully brought 
in several elements from the great singers of 
other Gharana and molded them in Kirana style. 
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Hence, their music stands out as a special one. 
This was some kind of re-mixing experiment 
done nearly fifty years ago. During her 75“ 
birthday celebrations, musicologist Dr. Ashok 
Ranade interviewed her in detail. This was 
recorded on video and is a treasure for music 
students and researchers. In this interview she 
has talked about her training with guru ‘Sawai 
Gandharva’. She says, “I was asked to practise 
‘kharj sadhana’ for half an hour every day. This 
involved singing in lower octave and produce 
swara (notes) for maximum possible time during 
each long breath. This was done at times when 
‘kharj sadhana’ was very common among male 
disciples and usually not recommended to 
female students. This improved my stamina. I 
was also asked to practise ‘swar palta’ for over 
one and half hour in different tempi. This made 
my ‘taans’ perfect and I acquired command over 
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producing ‘taans’ at will and spontaneously. 
However, at that time it was quite tiring and 
boring. Guruji would teach one pattern and 
leave me alone for practise. He would be doing 
his work in other rooms but listening to me 
carefully. He would come in and correct my 
mistakes. I used to feel like crying since he was 
not teaching further until he was satisfied with 
my practise. Now I understand how important 
that drill was. I used to like singing using 
‘Gamak’. However, guruji did not like female 
students singing in that style. Because of my 
very nature, I would absorb and adopt 
everything that I liked from the music of great 
singers and Gharanas. In those days, I was 
probably the junior most singer among the 
galaxy of musicians. I used to listen to the music 
of great masters in various music conferences, 
especially those from the North. I liked music of 
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Kesarbai Kerkar, Faiyaaz Khan, Ameer Khan, 
Omkamath Thakur, Bade Gulam Ali Khan and 
would try to include some of their elements in 
my music”. This is how her music became rich 
and with a special tonal quality that was unique 
of her style. Although we are familiar with her 
broad and changed voice, her earliest 
gramophone records are the examples of her 
totally different high pitched voice. Around 
1930, gramophone company’s officers toured 
South India for talent search. They met 
Ambabai and a contract was drawn to cut discs 
of both mother and the daughter. However, after 
serious stomach operation Ambabai passed 
away and her records could not be made. Within 
a year Gangubai’s father also passed away. 
Gangubai slowly recovered from this shock and 
decided to devote full time to music. Around 
1933-35, she began to visit Mumbai frequently. 
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She recorded prolifically for His Master’s Voice 
(H.M.V.) Company and cut over sixty songs. 
List of her available songs from that era is now 
available at: 

[http://courses.nus.edu.sg/course/ellpatke/Miscellany/gangubai.htm] 

On these discs, she has sung pure Ragas, light 
classical music and Marathi Bhavgeete. List of 
some of the Ragas recorded is: Miya Malhar, 
Khambavati, Jogiya, Malkauns, Deskar, Adana, 
Shuddha Sarang, Multani, Shankara, Hindol, 
Suha Sudharai, Bageshree, Des, Mand, Durga, 
Bahar, Bhoopali, Bihag, Puriya, Kamod and 
Bhairvi. These are 78-r.p.m. (rotation speed of 
78 revolutions per minute) double sided 
gramophone records with one song per side. 
These are made out of shellac and need a careful 
handling since they are breakable. Paper label 
pasted at the center of the disc has her name 
printed as ‘Gandhari HangaP. One can listen to 


17 



her high pitched female voice with extremely 
fast ‘taans’. These records were very popular 
and had a huge sale. That is why her photograph 
in a star shaped frame is seen printed in 1935 
catalogue of HMV. Title of this photograph says 
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“Rising star on the gramophone horizon”. 
Caption below this photograph reads as: 
“Kannad Kokila Gandhari Hangal”. It also 
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mentions that this singer has a bright future. In 
those days, several Marathi daily and weekly 
newspapers and magazines used to review the 
records sold in the market. ‘Vividh Vrutta’ from 
Mumbai was one such popular magazine and 
had published the review of Gangubai’s 
gramophone records. 

Hindustani Records 

Gandhari, Hangal 
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1935 HMV catalogue has reproduced part of the 
review on Gangubai’s records. It says that music 
lovers and listeners are thankful to the 
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gramophone company for introducing this 
excellent singer through her wonderful records. 

In light music, she has recorded Gazal and 
Thumri and these records also had an excellent 
sale. However, her Marathi records had the 
highest sale. These are over twenty songs 
consisting of Marathi classical songs and 
Bhavgeete. Around 1930-32, Pt. Vinayakbuwa 
Patwardhan and Prof. Narayanrao Vyas tried to 
popularize classical Ragas by writing ‘bandish’ 
in Marathi language. Some of their records 
became quite popular among music lovers and 
common listeners. Mr. B. V. alias Mama 
Varerkar and poet Mr. S. A. Shukla alias 
‘Kumud Bandhav’ wrote Marathi compositions 
for several singers. Gangubai also recorded 
couple of songs like e.g. ‘Kashi sadaya na ye 
majhi daya’ (Raga: Jogiya), ‘Hariche guna gau 
ya’ (Raga: Bhimpalas) etc. ‘Ae ri aali piya bina’ 
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is a very famous bandish in Raga Yaman. 
Shukla kavi wrote Marathi composition ‘Chal 
lagbag ye jhani’ and Gangubai recorded it with 
Sitar accompaniment. Mama Varerkar wrote 
two Marathi songs for children - ‘Aaicha 
chakula’ and ‘Balacha chala’. These were issued 
on two sides of one 78-rpm record number N 
5136. These were lullaby songs and became 
extremely popular among middle class Marathi 
houses. Small children used to sleep while 
listening to these songs played on gramophone. 



HMV record cover (1936) 
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Gramophone Company issued a special record 
sleeve for this children record. It contains young 
Gangubai’s photograph in ‘star’ shaped frame. 
In this photograph, she looks like a loving 
mother. Record sleeve mentions her name as 
‘Kannad Kokila’ and recommends this record to 
the customers. 

Gangubai has unknowingly set another record in 
the history of Marathi Bhavgeete. In 1935, Mr. 
G. N. Joshi of HMV was recording two duets in 
the studio. The songs were - ‘Chakake kor 
chandrachi’ and ‘Tu tithe aan mi ithe ha’ and 
were written by Mr. S. A. Shukla. The tune was 
set by Mr. G. N. Joshi, requiring a very high 
pitch singing by the accompanying female 
singer. However, she could not sing well in the 
higher scale. Mr. Joshi was about to give up the 
recording since he was not satisfied. At that 
moment Gangubai entered the studio for her 
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usual recording schedule. Mr. Joshi requested 
her to accompany her. In the beginning she 
flatly refused. However, after lot of persuation 
she agreed. With the consent of the scheduled 
singer, she tried it out and it worked very well. 
She recorded both the songs in one schedule. 
These were the ‘First’ Marathi Bhavgeet duets 
that were recorded in 1935 and were issued on 
the gramophone discs. 

Around fifteen years ago, I attended the 
felicitation function at National Center of 
Performing Arts (N.C.P.A.) in South Mumbai in 
which Gangubai Hangal was presented an 
award. I met her in the lounge before the 
function and showed her some of her early 
gramophone records. She was quite surprised to 
see them and asked, ‘Who listens to them now?’ 
She called Krishnabai and showed them to her. 
She narrated several incidences of that period. 
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Krishna was a small child and she used to sleep 
in studio or to play around during the recording 
sessions.HMV offered her fifteen rupees for 
each record. However, she became very famous 
through these records and received contracts for 
radio programs in ‘Sarvajanik Ganesh Utsav’. 
She had her first private concert in 1936 at 
Goregaon in Mumbai. 

Today, these records are a part of the history 
and excellent documentary examples in 
studying the evolution of her ‘Gayaki’ - “Art of 
Singing”. Her music appears to be imperfect 
compared to her recordings in the later part of 
her career. This could be understood since she 
did not receive proper and prolonged tuition. 
Although Sawai Gandharva had agreed to teach 
her, he was very busy on Marathi stage and 
toured extensively. He used to act and sing in 
many plays including those staged by his own 
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company. Whenever possible he would give 
some lessons to Gangubai and ask her to 
practise. She would try it sincerely but it was 
not a disciplined training. It is interesting to note 
that around same time, the Gramophone 
Company issued records of her idol Smt. 
Heerabai Barodekar, Guru Sawai Gandharva 
and Guru Bandhu (young child prodigy) Master 
Firoz Dastur from Bombay. All these records 
were very popular among music lovers. 

After about 1936, Sawai Gandharva wound up 
his drama company and settled down at his 
native place Kundgol for health reasons. 
Gangubai began to receive proper training and it 
continued for four years. She would travel from 
Hubli to Kundgol by railway, sometimes with 
her (child) daughter Krishna. On her way to 
station, often she would face criticism from the 
half closed doors, ‘Look, a mother of three 
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children is going to learn music! How is she not 
ashamed of leaving her family to become a 
singer’ ? She would ignore such harsh and 
personal comments and just concentrate herself 
on her goal. Many times, the return train to 
Hubli would be late and her younger 
Gurubandhu Bhimanna (later Pt. Bhimsen Joshi) 
would accompany her with a lantern in his hand. 
They would wait for the train on the platform 
and discuss about the music and new lessons 
from Guruji. This brother-sister relationship 
grew and continued till her death. 



With Gurubandhu Pt. Bhimsen Joshi 
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This rigorous ‘taalim’ was quite useful and her 
singing became perfect and matured. She cut 
one 78-rpm disc after a gap of about twenty 
years. By this time, her voice had completely 
changed due to surgery on her throat. She 
recorded Ragas ‘Bhairav’ and ‘Marwa’ on this 
disc. This red color record label has her name 
printed as ‘Bai Gangubai HangaF, both in 
Roman script and in Devnagri. 



Record label of 1955 HMV disc 
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This tune ‘Suna suna batiya’ in Raga Marwa 
became so much popular that it was played as a 
background score in a Marathi suspense thriller 
drama ‘Dial M for Murder’ produced by Mr. 
Atmaram Bhende. Later, she cut few EP and LP 
records for HMV during early sixties and late 
seventies. These new and modem technological 
developments could record upto six to twenty 
minutes on each side. New era of audio tapes 
and compact discs were helpful in recording 
entire concerts. Video recording techniques 
could capture entire live program. Gangubai 
enjoyed all these media and has recorded 
prolifically, leaving behind lot of audio-video 
material for posterity. 

Government of Karnataka has decided to set up 
her memorial in Hubli. Her grandson has taken 
special interest in preserving her legacy. If you 
visit Hubli, you would visit ‘Smaran Mandir’ 
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where a museum has been set up. It has a 
section of old instruments and an exhibition of 
photographs. You would see Gangubai releasing 
her own photoframe featuring young Gangubai 
with her tanpura. Her music is played on audio 
equipment and her videos are screened on large 
flat screens. It creates a wonderful atmosphere 
and takes us through music of last century. In 
vocal music of Hindustani style, she was the 
only female vocalist that sang like a male. 



‘Smaran Mandir’, Hubli 
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She was honored with several awards and 
distinctions including honorary doctorate 
conferred on her by Delhi University. She 
would often say that she had passed just her 
fifth standard and she does not deserve this 
honor.However, she had earned it through her 
love, loyalty and passion for her music and the 
professional career. Music was her religion and 
also her life. 



‘Smaran Mandir’, Hubli 
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Gangubai was a great exponent of her Gharana 
but she was a great human being too. She was 
always supporting young artists and was used to 
mix with young children learning music. 
Several years ago, Smt. Vijaya Mulay 
interviewed her on Doordarshan. They were 
discussing about the status and dignity of the 
female artists. 



Exercising her franchise (L), at the convocation of 

Delhi University (R) 
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Gangubai expressed, “Whenever any male artist 
becomes famous and popular, he is rewarded 
with titles like ‘Ustad’, ‘Khansaheb’, ‘Bua’, 
‘Acharya’, ‘Pandit’ etc. However, a female 
artist of that status is always addressed as Bai, 
Begum, and Jan and so on. Why this partial 
treatment? This sharp question remained 
unanswered. However, her point was noted. 
Later on, print and electronic media began to 
address female artists with titles ‘Pandita’ or 
‘Vidushi’ while announcing their programs. 
Credit for such a welcome change goes to 
Gangubai only. 

In her long interview recorded on her 75“ 
birthday, she advised youth, “I do not find depth 
and improvisation of musical ideas among the 
younger lot. This may be due to the fact that this 
generation does not want to stick to one Guru 
and to get complete training for longer period. 


32 



You spend over twenty years to get one degree 
in any discipline, but want to get mastery in 
music by just attending a few classes and 
changing teachers. How would it be possible?” 
How true! Commercialization of music around 
us is a real proof of what she meant and 
suggested. May her soul rest in peace and her 
music give peace to listener’s souls. 



Dr. Suresh Chandvankar 
chandvankar@ vahoo.com 
chandvankar. suresh @ gmail.com 
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